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INTRODUCTION 
History is a story about ourselves that we tell ourselves. Like many of the stories we 
learned as children, history presents familiar tropes: hero, villain, sidekick, bystander. There are 
cycles of conflict, of rising action, of climax, of denouement. At times, history presents a moral 
to be discerned; at others, a judgment to be felt. And we are led from beginning to end by the 
narrator, whose opinions and assumptions teach us how to understand the events that unfolded. 
Further, oral stories are naturally fluid, evolving with time and refined by their tellers, often 
spawning regional variants of the original narrative. History, too, is fluid. Even when written 
down, history is subject to revision, embellishment, and omission. Yet, common wisdom charges 
us to learn from our history to understand who we are today and how we should proceed in the 
future. In order to derive meaningful insights from history, understanding the influence of the 
narrator’s identity is crucial.  
 In this proposal, I explore the narrative elements of coal-mining central Appalachia in 
light of a larger national trend of population aging. Specifically, I argue that the history of coal-
mining has shaped regional consciousness such that the communities within central Appalachia 
would benefit from a reclamation and retelling of their history. This particular story compels 
examination because of the place-based context of the people who reside in historical “coal 
country.” Central Appalachia—defined as eastern Kentucky and southern West Virginia in this 
proposal—has commanded my attention since the summer of 2016, when I was assigned by my 
college scholarship program to an internship at Appalshop in Whitesburg, KY. The story I hope 
to tell begins here. 
  
STRANGER WITH A CAMERA 
In the summer 2016, the Robertson Scholars Leadership Program placed me in the heart 
of Whitesburg in Letcher County, Kentucky for “Community Summer,” a funded summer 
component of the program intended to challenge scholars to live in an unfamiliar city and learn 
about community through public service. My service position was an internship at the 
Appalshop, a community media, arts, and cultural center nestled in downtown Whitesburg. 
Founded in 1969 as “Appalachian Film Workshop,” Appalshop historically sought to train locals 
as filmmakers to allow Appalachians to tell the story of Appalachia.1 As a kind of orientation on 
my first week at Appalshop, I was given a stack of documentaries that had been produced in-
house to watch. 
Many of these films schooled me on essential Appalachian history, such as that of Sarah 
Ogan Gunning, the protest singer who sought to improve coal miners’ working conditions,2 and 
community resentment at being portrayed as exceptionally backward and impoverished by the 
media during President Lyndon B. Johnson’s “War on Poverty.”1,3 However, it was “Stranger 
with a Camera,” directed by Appalshop-based Elizabeth Barret and released in 1999, that would 
become the keystone of my understanding of the Appalachian community I lived among. The 
documentary walked its audience through the story of the murder of filmmaker Hugh O’Connor 
by landowner Hobart Ison in 1967 Letcher County, not far from where Appalshop currently 
stood. Barret examined the tension between media’s role in bringing aid/national awareness to 
Appalachia and reinforcing “white trash” stereotypes about the people who lived there.3,4 While 
O’Connor and his grieving kin is treated with compassion, Ison occupies muddier moral ground 
in the documentary.  
As a rural Kentuckyian, Hobart Ison was frustrated with the stream of media-makers 
passing through his community, extracting interviews, B-rolls, and photography of the dirtiest 
and destitute, spinning tales about the poor, helpless Appalachian whites, and leaving a 
community’s shattered dignity in their wake. Many of his neighbors would interpret Ison’s 
shooting as the culmination of just anger toward exploitative journalism and rallied around him. 
In this way, Ison became an unlikely face of Appalachian resistance to being patronized, shamed, 
generalized, or otherwise cast as helpless protagonists of “poverty porn.”3  
As it turns out, resistance has a long history in Appalachia.  
 
“APPALACHIA” 
As with any story, history can be rewritten and revised over time. Necessarily, history is 
partial and incomplete; however, when alternate perspectives are silenced, the dominant telling 
can seem like the only narrative of the past. The story of “Appalachia” is no exception; the fight 
over ownership of this term continues to this day. 
What does the word “Appalachia” evoke? Most likely, what you are imagining dates 
back to the first literature that define “Appalachia,” beginning as early as 1873 with Will 
Wallace Harney’s account of his travels entitled, “A Strange Land and Peculiar People.” In this 
article, Harney reverently describes “the ascending ridges of the Cumberland range, on the 
south-east border of Kentucky” and its inhabitants, with their “quaint speech and patient 
poverty.”5,6 Harney takes care to emphasize that these people are quite different than him, 
adopting a scientific air as he observes “the relative proportion or disproportion of the 
extremities, the loose muscular attachment of the ligatures, and the harsh features… exemplified 
in the notable instance of the late President Lincoln.” Of the character of the people who 
populated “that ‘debatable land,’” Harney is even bolder in his claims, describing their peculiar 
tendency to kill, burn, and rob.6  
Harney is not alone in his storytelling of “Appalachia.” Modern popular culture offers an 
abundant selection of media that present “the lanky, gun-toting, grizzle-bearded man with a jug 
of moonshine in one hand and a coon dog at his feet” archetype.7 As such, an entire American 
generation was raised on these one-dimensional portrayals of “hillbillies,” delivered by such 
programs as Snuffy Smith, The Beverly Hillbillies, Lil’ Abner,7 and The Wild and Wonderful 
Whites of West Virginia.8 The mythologized Appalachia became one that advanced the rugged, 
clannish mountaineer and the mean, ignorant Dairy Queen patron as two essentially Appalachian 
archetypes. Narratives that did not conform—including those of native and non-white people—
were often omitted. As were the many dissenting responses by Appalachians. In this way, 
“Appalachia” came to be defined by outsiders with ready access to the major distributers of 
knowledge of their time.9 
Such publications set and reinforce the precedence of viewing Appalachia as a distinct 
and isolated cultural place, limiting our modern-day vocabulary for and conception of 
Appalachia. Accordingly, public health discourse on these areas is saturated with assumption of 
Appalachia’s exceptionalism—exceptionally “earthy,” “backward,” “suspicious,” “violent,” and 
“intolerant,”10,11 which leads to exceptionally high rates of poverty, obesity, smoking, heavy 
drinking, hypertension, and so on.11 In political commentary, especially in the wake of the 2016 
presidential election, Appalachians are framed as deplorables who consistently vote against their 
own interests; victims of their own exceptional prejudice and ignorance.14   
However, do we “know” these exceptionalities because they are true or because we 
expect them to be true? More recent comparative analysis suggests that there is little evidence of 
a distinct “Appalachian health lifestyle,”11 at least when using traditional ways of delineating 
Appalachia. For example, one study concludes that higher rates of smoking have been identified 
in Appalachian areas, but no higher than elsewhere in the same state. Similar patterns in data in 
other studies show that the “Appalachian” designation tends to be applied in a way that obscures 
the variation in demographic, socioeconomic, and industrial attributes of different regions within 
Appalachia.13 
 When we ignore the political definition of Appalachia and analyze the pockets of the 
broadly-defined region that consistently report the highest need, we realize that these pockets are 
often clustered in central Appalachia, and particularly in coal mining areas.15,16,17 Table 1 
illustrates how, while most Appalachian regions exhibited consistent health risk statistics as the 
rest of the state, West Virginia and Kentucky demonstrated the highest incidence of risks that 
were significantly higher than in non-Appalachian regions of the state.  
 
Table 1. Risk Factor Prevalence in Appalachian and Non-Appalachian Regions of the 
ARC-Designated Appalachian States, 1993.12 
 
  
Figure 1. Total age-adjusted mortality per 100,000 by county group, 1979-2005.18 
 
Despite the difficulty of establishing a predictive definition of Appalachia in health 
statistics, there is a consistent correlation between central Appalachian coal-mining and health 
disparities (Fig. 1). This pattern is neither recent, nor coincidental. 
 
COAL KEEPS THE LIGHTS ON 
 The story of central Appalachia is inextricable from the history of the coal industry. The 
late eighteenth century saw the invasion of non-native “settlers” in present-day eastern 
Kentucky, often by way of colonial Virginia. Indigenous peoples faced increasing violence and 
displacement from their lands by the waves of American colonists, European immigrants, and 
black slaves seeking arable land and light taxes in what they understood as the western frontier.19 
By the 1780s, the oversaturation of migrants and their contradictory claims to land prompted the 
ex-colony State of Virginia to address the matter of land redistribution. The subsequent legal 
process left many of the original settlers landless, often to a new strain of settler that either knew 
to use Virginia law to their benefit or were already wealthy enough to buy up large tracts of 
land.5,19,20 Within a matter of a few decades, early subsistence agriculture and bartering economy 
gave way to large plantations and a robust commercial economy. The consolidation of land 
ownership and nepotistic inheritance of land became key forces behind the widening social and 
economic stratification in central Appalachia.5,20  
The dominant coal industry in central Appalachia was primed by the early nineteenth 
century salt and iron industries, both of which required an abundance of coal to thrive.5 In the 
1870s, the penetration of new railroads into eastern Kentucky made the region’s abundant coal 
deposits accessible for the first time.17,21 Industrialists, like the east coast land agents of the 
previous century, made quick work of purchasing and consolidating coal-rich land. Smaller, 
locally-owned mines struggled to compete with the growing out-of-state monopolies that could 
build private “company towns” to better control their non-union workforce.21 Essentially, coal 
companies maximized profits by asserting near-absolute control over every aspect of miners’ 
lives—restricting shopping to the company store, forbidding unionization, and enforcing 
compliance with private company guards.  
This part of the story of coal in central Appalachia always recalls to me Sarah Ogan 
Gunning’s haunting voice in Dreadful Memories:  
 
I was born in old Kentucky, in a coal camp born and bred, 
I know all about the pinto beans, bulldog gravy and cornbread, 
And I know how the coal miners work and slave in the coal mines every day 
For a dollar in the company store, for that is all they pay.2,22 
 
Shortly after watching the Appalshop documentary on the eastern Kentuckyian ballad singer and 
union organizer, I made the innocent mistake of revealing that I worked at Appalshop to a local 
whom I’d met at the bustling Letcher County Farmers’ Market in downtown Whitesburg. To my 
surprise, he emphatically denounced Appalshop as “a bunch of liberal coal-haters” and explained 
that his father had been a coal miner, as had his father, and his father before that. Coal is all 
we’ve got, he told me.  
 
ROOTS AND BRANCHES 
 The Whitesburg I encountered in the summer of 2016 was a complex, deeply divided, yet 
resilient place. Each person I met and friend I made told a different (sometimes very different) 
version of the history of their home. However, I didn’t begin to understand how these stories 
could all be different and true until I was cast in a bit part of a community theatre production 
called “Roots and Branches” (Fig. 2).  
 The “Roots and Branches” script was created by synthesizing multiple stories told by 
community members in story circles conducted at the Cowan Community Center in Whitesburg. 
What is a story circle? According to “Roots and Branches” co-writer Mark W. Kidd, story circles 
begin with 5-15 people sitting in a circle such that every participant can see the others. A 
facilitator helps the group “[set] the tone for the purpose and theme” and each person takes a turn 
to tell a story or “pass” for a later opportunity to share after everyone else in the circle has 
spoken.23 “Roots and Branches” was the story of a girl named Nikki and her aunt Reva returning 
to Letcher County, KY to look for the old “homeplace” Reva and Nikki’s mother had lived in 
before their father lost his job in the coal mines and moved the family out of central 
Appalachia—and the story of how to make cornbread, the struggle with drug addiction in the 
family, the shape note singing tradition, the punk and old-time music scene, the somber memory 
of the Scotia mine explosion, the life of a Vietnam War veteran, the redemption of an ex-convict 
and estranged father, and the way an “outsider” could find a home in a culture and community of 
Appalachia.  
 
 
Figure 2. Flyer advertising “Roots & Branches” performances on June 17-18, 2016. Illustrated 
by Callie Lee. 
 
These disparate narratives were contributed by real people in Letcher County and 
masterfully spun into a community-sourced telling of the people’s history by the people. John 
O’Neal, the creator of the “story circle,” was a co-founder and troupe member of the Free 
Southern Theater in 1963 and used story circles to invite audience members to tell their own 
stories after a performance (M.W. Kidd, personal communication, April 3, 2019).24 O’Neal used 
these stories as source material for new work and—much like how Mark emphasizes that there 
are no spectators in a story circle, only participants—considered audience members as co-
creators in his artistic process.25 
Crucially, O’Neal was a black man and social activist during the Civil Rights Movement 
who intended for the Free Southern Theater to encourage black southerners to share their stories 
and build community in doing so. He argued that the telling of stories allows people to identify 
common struggles and promotes coalition-building to effect social change. In addition to its 
grassroots activist origin, the story circle practice has historical precedence that demonstrates the 
power of coalition work. Examples include the collaborative efforts of the Council of Federated 
Organizations in Mississippi and the gay rights activists who, informed by their own story circle 
practice, successfully advanced progressive legislation in Montana.25 
 I have observed the power of story circles firsthand. “Roots and Branches,” while a 
fictional narrative, immersed me in a culturally and emotionally true experience of several 
Letcher County residents. No academic literature or even Appalshop documentary helped me 
empathize and connect so well with the “Appalachia” my fellow castmates (my family) 
experienced. After joining the “Roots and Branches” cast, I attended the Cowan Creek Mountain 
Music School to learn more about the community building oral storytelling practice and was 
taught the Roadside Theater story circle method.23 And when I returned to school that August, I 
introduced story circle practice to a group of undergraduates at the University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill.  
We would go on to facilitate intergenerational story circles with the community-based 
Chapel Hill Story Circle, at the Carolina Meadows retirement community, with Duke Story 
Lab’s StoryCon attendees, and the Project EngAGE End-of-Life senior resource team of the 
Orange County Department on Aging. No matter how different the circle participants were from 
each other or how silly the theme of the circle (e.g., “teeth”), the storytellers—even the initially 
reluctant or nervous ones—seemed eager to add onto a story that was shared, ask someone to 
clarify part of their story, or mention something that was now an inside joke to everyone in the 
circle. Effectively, story circles allowed a diverse group of people to create a common history 
over the course of about an hour of storytelling and a sense of belonging to a community. 
 
ONCE UPON A TIME 
 Given the rich history of story circles as a creative means of community building and my 
affirming experiences with story circles in and out of Appalachia, I am compelled to further 
investigate the utility of participatory story telling in historical coal-mining regions like 
southeastern Kentucky and southern West Virginia. Since my first visit in 2016, I have been 
repeatedly reminded of the diverse, sometimes adversarial narratives that exist within and about 
central Appalachia. The clashing status updates of Kentucky friends and acquaintances on 
Facebook weighing in on anything from abortion legislation and plans to build a super-maximum 
security prison to Trump. The publication of J.D. Vance’s controversial Hillbilly Elegy and the 
subsequent Appalachian Reckoning.26 The blame that some of my student peers direct at 
“rednecks” and pity from others for what must be poor Appalachian victims of willful ignorance.  
Instead of trying to determine the “right” version of the story, I propose investigating 
what is true in each telling. That is, I would like to work for Roadside Theater or another rural 
central Appalachia-based art organization that centers the stories of local community members in 
its work. In this way, I can further educate myself on what effective coalition-building looks like 
in central Appalachia and how the themes among shared narratives better inform public health 
initiatives and policy in coal-mining areas. These are the early steps I take to examining three 
crucial bioethical considerations in coal-mining Appalachia: 1) What do we miss out on by 
ignoring the diversity of experience of individuals in Appalachia, 2) How have healthcare 
advocates failed the people of Appalachia by operating on stereotypes, and 3) Do the insights 
gained from community-sourced story circles translate to improved health outcomes?  
After two centuries of outsiders telling the story of Appalachia, a change in narrator is 
long overdue.  
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